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Synopsis 
 i
 
Synopsis 
 
Idioms, which reflect and mirror cultures in the most effective way, are the 
essence and cream of a language. They are, on the other hand, the crystallization of 
people’s wisdom. Idioms are rich in both English and Chinese languages. As a result, 
they are popular in language use, both in written and in spoken contexts. Many 
linguists, both at home and abroad, have made their studies in the field of idioms and 
have achieved great success.  
As the two languages have developed much difference in usage, which, to some 
degree, is demonstrated by the application of idioms, there are many linguists making 
comparative or contrastive studies of idioms. Nonetheless, studies of idiom variations 
are far from enough, not to mention a contrastive study. Facing this reality, the author 
of this thesis, follows the forerunners’ suit and makes a contrastive study of idiom 
variations in the two languages, taking advantage of theories of contrastive linguistics.  
In order to hit the target, the author of this thesis takes the following steps: First, 
the theories of contrastive linguistics are reviewed (chapter 1). Second, a brief 
introduction to the studies of idioms is made, during which the properties of idioms 
have been discussed (chapter 2). Third, a study of ‘idiom variations’ is made (chapter 
3). Fourth, a detailed contrastive study of idiom variations is made (chapter 4). Finally, 
a conclusion is drawn presenting similarities and differences (chapter 5).  
More specifically, idioms (both in English and Chinese)have the following 
properties: compositeness, institutionalization and semantic opacity. With respect to 
the form of idioms, they are usually fixed or frozen, which means, they allow no 
changes. However, there are a number of idioms in the two languages that can have 
such variations, which are called ‘idiom variations’ in this thesis. Some variations have 
been accepted by language users, in other words, they have acquired a legal status, so 
they are regarded as ‘legal variations’. Others, however, are just of one-off flexible 
uses according to the context of the language users. Though novel but understandable, 
they are not widely accepted, that is to say, they acquire no legal status, so they are 
treated as ‘illegal variations’.  
The main target of this thesis is to find the similarities and dissimilarities of idiom 
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variations (both legal and illegal variations) in the two languages. On the one hand, 
with regard to legal variations in English, we will discuss the following: replacements, 
additions, deletions, permutations and minor variations including number variations of 
nouns, tense variation of verbs, article deletions, and built-in variables. When it comes 
to Chinese legal idiom variations, the following will be focused: Structural changes 
that includes reversions and compressions, and elemental substitution which covers 
replacements among synonyms, among non-synonyms, and among elements of the 
same pronunciation. On the other hand, with respect to illegal variations, in English, 
the following are our concern: lexical replacements or substitutions, additions or 
insertions, reversions, and rewording of the components, however, in Chinese, the 
following: replacements or substitutions, additions or insertions, splitting, reversions 
and compressions. 
 
 
Key words: Idiom; Idiom Variations; Legal; Illegal; Contrast 
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摘 要 
 
习语是一个民族语言体系中的精华，是一个民族文化中的瑰宝。从另一方面
看，它们是人类智慧的结晶。英汉语都以富含习语而著称，无论是书面语还是口
语中，习语的使用在两种语言中都非常普遍。许多语言学家，不管是国内的还是
国外的，都已经在习语这一领域内做了大量的研究，取得了辉煌的成就。 
因为英语和汉语在使用过程中存在的很大不同也一定程度上体现在习语的
运用上，许多语言学家在做习语的对比研究。在肯定成绩的同时，我们也应该看
到，对于习语变体的研究尚显不足，就更不用说习语变体的对比研究了。面对这
一现实，本论文的作者在前人对习语和习语变体研究的基础上，利用对比语言学
的理论对习语变体进行了一次详细的对比研究。 
为了达到目标，本文作者采取了以下步骤：1. 回顾对比语言学的理论（第
一章）；2. 简单介绍习语研究的现状并讨论习语的重要特征（第二章）；3. 讨论
“习语变体”（第三章）；4. 详细得对比研究习语变体（第四章）；5. 就相似之
处和不同下结论（第五章）。 
具体说来，（英汉）习语都具有以下特征：合成性、固定性和语义不透明性。
从形式上看，习语一般来说是固定的，也就是说，它们不允许什么变化。然而，
在使用过程中，英汉语中都存在一些特例，它们在本文中被称为“习语变体”。
一些变体已经为语言使用者所接受，也就是说，它们已经在长期的使用中获得了
一个“合法”的地位，因此它们被称之为“合法变体”。另外一些变体，只是语
言使用者根据相关语言环境的需要而进行的临时的灵活运用，虽然很新颖也能够
被理解，但他们并没有被广泛接受，因此它们被称之为“非法变体”。 
本论文的主要目标就是探讨英汉语中习语变体（合法变体和非法变体）方面
的类似之处和不同。一方面，关于英语中的合法变体，我们着重讨论下列变化：
替换；增加；删减；改变；较小变异形式（包括名词数的变化、动词时态的变化、
冠词省略和嵌入变量）。而汉语合法变体的讨论将集中在以下几方面：结构变化
（包括位置颠倒和成分删减或压缩）、替换（包括近义词之间的、非近义词之间
的和同音词之间的替换）。另一方面，关于非法变体的探讨，英语中我们主要关
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注：词汇替换、成分增加或插入、位置颠倒以及结构重排；而汉语中我们将讨论：
替换、成分增加或插入、分裂、位置颠倒和压缩。 
 
关键词：习语；习语变体；合法；非法；对比 
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Introduction 
 
Idioms play an important role in language. Weinreich (1969) once said, 
“Idiomaticity is important for this reason, if for no other, that there is so much of it in 
every language.” As a result, many scholars have carried out researches on idioms 
from various respects, some linguists in the west study them from the semantic 
perspective (e.g. Makkai), some from the syntactic perspective (e.g. Katz, Postal, 
Fraser, Nunberg, Katz and Postal), and some others (e.g. Fernando) concentrate on the 
functional use of idioms. In China, there are also many scholars studying idioms. Some 
study the cultural and linguistic characteristics of idioms (e.g. Mo Pengling), some 
study the formation and sources of idioms (e.g. Shi Shi，Ma Guofan), and others make 
a comparative study of English and Chinese idioms(e.g. Chen Wenbo，Jiang Lei，
Zhang Ande & Yang Yuangang).  
All these studies both at home and abroad have made great achievements 
respectively, but there are still some defects and imperfections among which the study 
on idiom variations has not been given much concern. Compared to those studies on 
idiom, the study on idiom variations is far from sufficient and systematic. Not to 
mention the contrastive study on the subject.  
In response to the problem, the writer of this thesis makes a thorough contrastive 
study on idiom variations in English and Chinese languages on the basis of 
assimilating the accomplishments of forerunners’ studies. The thesis consists four 
chapters apart from the introduction and conclusion. The framework of the thesis is as 
the following: 
Chapter one presents theories of English-Chinese contrastive linguistics. In this 
chapter, the definition of contrastive linguistics is studied first. And then it discusses 
the origin and the development of contrastive linguistics, and its classification, aims, 
scopes and researching methods. At last, it introduces briefly the situation of 
contrastive linguistics in China. 
Chapter two makes a brief introduction to the studies of idioms in both English 
and Chinese. After discussing various definitions of idioms in the two languages, this 
chapter mainly studies the properties of idioms, that is, compositeness, institution- 
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alization, unpredictability and irreplaceability and so forth. Then it goes over the 
phases and achievements of idiom study. Finally, the tendency of idiom study is 
discussed briefly. 
Chapter three makes a study on idiom variations. First, the definition of “idiom 
variation” is discussed. Then the features of idiom variations are explored with specific 
examples. The last part of this chapter reviews the study of idiom variations, 
presenting both achievements and deficiencies in English and Chinese idiom variation 
studies. 
Chapter four is the main chapter of the thesis which makes a detailed contrastive 
study of idiom variations in the two languages. It explores both legal variations and 
illegal variations, focusing on the ways of idiom variations in English and Chinese.  
Chapter five makes a summary of the similarities and dissimilarities of English 
and Chinese idiom variations.  
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Chapter 1  Literary Review of Contrastive Linguistics 
 
1.1 Definition of contrastive linguistics 
What is ‘contrastive linguistics’? Many linguists, both at home and abroad, have 
put forward their understandings toward the topic. Each has its own emphasis. 
According to Krzeszowski (1991:10), contrastive linguistics is ‘an area of 
linguistics in which a linguistic theory is applied to a comparative description of two or 
more languages, which need not be genetically or typologically related’. Contrastive 
linguistics is also renamed as ‘Contrastive Analysis’, and ‘it is generally defined as a 
method which enables the differences and similarities between languages to be stated 
explicitly’(Lipińska, 1974).  
In China, scholars also try to define contrastive linguistics. As Xu Yulong puts it, 
contrastive linguistics is ‘a branch of linguistics and its task is to do research in two or 
more than two languages, describe differences and similarities between them, 
especially differences, and put achievements of these researches into other related 
fields.’(许余龙, 1992: 4) According to Yang Zijian(1994), contrastive linguistics is ‘a 
branch of linguistics and it has the characteristics of theoretical linguistics and applied 
linguistics. The main task of contrastive linguistics is to conduct synchronic 
contrastive studies on two or more languages, describe and explain both the 
similarities and differences and apply the achievements to the study of language theory 
and to the field of language application.’ Generally, contrastive linguistics in China 
refers to the English-Chinese contrastive studies. Some think that it is a branch of 
comparative linguistics, which belongs to linguistics. Xiao Liming (1994: 2)1 believes 
that contrastive linguistics is ‘an independent science.’ Chen Zhi’an and Wen 
Xu(1999)2 even argue that contrastive linguistics is ‘a frontier branch of science’ since 
it has pragmatics, comparative linguistics and cross-cultural intercommunication as its 
direct headstreams. The definition of contrastive linguistics can be analyzed further 
from the following respects (许余龙，2001：4-6):  
Firstly, contrastive linguistics is a branch of linguistics. It is closely related to 
                                                        
1 qtd. in Wei Zhicheng 《英汉语比较导论》p1 
2 qtd. in Wei Zhicheng 《英汉语比较导论》p1 
 
厦
门
大
学
博
硕
士
论
文
摘
要
库
A Contrastive Study of English & Chinese Idiom Variations 
 4
other branches of linguistics, but is quite different from them at the same time. 
Generally, the object of linguistics is to study language, which requires some 
knowledge of the essence of language. For example, is language a natural or social 
phenomenon? To study language also requires studying the basic nature, structure and 
regulation of languages. For example, Saussure puts forward the idea that “language is 
a semiotic system expressing human beings’ feeling”(Saussure, 1980: 37) To study 
language, linguistics have to begin with “what constructs semiotics, and what 
regulations control it”(Saussure, 1980: 38) On the basis of these, Saussure raises many 
methods to study language, and these ideas and methods are studying objects of 
general linguistics. They are also essential theoretical basis for all branches of 
linguistics including contrastive linguistics. Contrastive linguistics and other branches 
of linguistics are mutually complementary and promoted.  
Secondly, contrastive linguistics is to compare and describe two or more than two 
languages, which differs from common descriptive linguistics, as the latter one is to 
study and describe one single language. Certainly, these two have close relationships 
with each other. On the one hand, to compare two languages, linguists have to describe 
them separately, and then choose theories and methods from one to describe a certain 
phenomenon of the two languages; on the other hand, by comparing two different 
languages, linguists can understand each of these two languages more deeply. 
Thirdly, contrastive linguistics is a synchronic study. That is to say, the object of 
contrastive linguistics is language’s status in a certain time, but not its historical 
revolution, which, distinguishes contrastive linguistics from historical comparative 
linguistics and the study of the history of language development. In practice, 
synchronic contrast mainly means describing contrastively the present status of two               
or more than two languages. However, synchronic contrast also includes comparing 
one language at present with another one in a certain period of history, such as modern 
English and old Greek. Contrastive linguistics do not take language history and 
development as its task, but it can get help from understanding the development of 
each single language, and linguists can explain certain phenomenon from the angle of 
historical linguistics.  
Fourthly, although contrastive linguistics studies both similarities and differences 
between languages, it emphasizes more on differences. The word “contrastive” in the 
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